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Engaging natural resource volunteers:  
From education to action 
ABSTRACT 
Volunteers are an increasingly important tool in the outreach work of Extension. Many natural resource education 
programs depend on volunteers to extend their reach. A number of “master volunteer” programs have developed in recent 
years to meet the growing need for training, coordinating, and serving these volunteers. Best practices for working with 
master volunteers is a growing area of concentration for many Extension educators. We describe new model of the 
volunteer life cycle, organized around three phases of volunteering: recruitment/training, service, and assessment. The 
emphasis is on keeping volunteers engaged through all phases of the volunteer life cycle.  
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CONCLUSION 
Development and management of the Minnesota Master Naturalist Volunteer Training Program requires much attention on 
the training of instructors and participants. This model helps put that education in the context of the larger program and 
emphasizes the program’s most important output: the volunteer experience. By encapsulating the full measure of the 
volunteer cycle, the model serves as a useful structure for improving the program by highlighting the many points in the 
cycle where we can support volunteers, and sustain their volunteer service and satisfaction with the program. 
 
 
After the initial course, volunteers 
benefit from additional training to 
orient them to the goals and culture 
of the organization for which they are 
volunteering as well as specific 
guidance on their work. Many 
organizations around the state offer 
advanced training.  
Participants are encouraged to reflect on their volunteer service to determine whether the work is a good fit for them. Many 
volunteers continue in their chosen volunteer roles for many years. Others prefer short term opportunities and look for new roles to 
learn new skills or meet new people. Some volunteers take a break from volunteering due to changing personal circumstances, and 
re-engage when they can. Some participants volunteer for a while and then exit, or drop, from the program to pursue other interests.  
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VOLUNTEER 
The core program outcome is participant 
volunteerism that supports Minnesota’s 
natural resources. Volunteer projects might be 
citizen science, stewardship, interpretation, or 
program support. 
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Throughout 
all phases of 
the program 
feedback 
from 
volunteers is 
solicited and 
used to 
improve the 
program. 
Formal 
evaluations 
are 
conducted 
after each 
educational 
offering and 
when 
specialized 
questions 
arise. 
Anecdotal 
input and 
observations 
are 
frequently 
received and 
considered.   
 
Recognize 
 Formal & informal 
 Culturally 
appropriate 
 
Prospective volunteers enter our 
program with a variety of 
motivations. Some are intrinsic, 
such as the drive to make a 
difference; others are extrinsic, 
such as the goal of earning a title 
or certification.  
Recruitment methods use a 
variety of appeals.  
In our program, 
participants take a 40-hour 
educational course on one 
of three Minnesota biomes 
where they experience 
active, hands-on learning, 
exposure to content 
experts, network building 
with like-minded peers, and 
a capstone service project.  
After completing the course, 
some participants choose to 
exit the program and 
discontinue participation.  
Typically, participants seek a match for their 
volunteering skills and interests. In some cases, 
volunteers approach natural resource organizations 
with a service project in mind, in other cases 
organizations advertise their volunteer needs for any 
Master Naturalist to fill. 
Sponsors of service projects 
support volunteers by providing a 
clear job description, allocating 
resources to implement the 
project, communicating with 
volunteers, and providing 
constructive feedback to 
volunteers.   
Volunteers are more likely to 
sustain their volunteer service 
when they feel connected to 
the organization for which they 
volunteer and to content 
experts. Many volunteers find a 
community of others with 
whom they share interests in 
the environment.  
Volunteer recognition  conveys appreciation 
for and knowledge of work contributed  by 
volunteers and should reflect their culture 
and preferences. 
